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Abstract
This study examined different methods for inducing inspiration, sex differences in inspiration
induction, and whether inducing inspiration would increase donations to charity. We found that
men and women responded differently to various methods of inducing inspiration. Women were
most inspired by the video and reflection groups, while men’s inspiration did not differ by
induction method. For women, but not men, inspiration mediated the relationship between
induction method and amount of donation pledged indicating that their willingness to donate to
charity increased as they felt more inspired. Despite differences in inspiration, men and women
did not differ in amount donated, which may be due to a selection bias (i.e., males who
participate in studies are also more likely to donate to charity). Future studies should examine
additional ways to effectively induce inspiration, especially among men, and how increasing
inspiration can promote prosocial behavior such as donations to charity.
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Musings on Inspiration: Inducing Inspiration and Increasing Donations to Charity
The literal meaning of the word inspiration is “breathing in” (Thrash & Elliot, 2003).
However, inspiration is more often associated with positive feelings, creativity, and a desire to
change, more like a breathing in of experiences that lead to action. There are inspirational
messages scattered throughout social media or advertising, such as religious verses,
encouragement for exercising, and heartwarming stories of success in the face of adversity.
While these images and messages can be easily found, it is unclear if they actually inspire people
to change as intended.
Understanding how to inspire people can shed light on how people can improve their
lives and contribute to a better society. Inspiration is theorized to consist of three core
characteristics—transcendence, motivation, and evocation (Thrash & Elliot, 2003).
Transcendence refers to something outside of everyday life concerns, often associated with
spirituality or the supernatural, grand feats, or works of art. The positive correlation of
inspiration with absorption (willingness to be focused on objects and actions that could be
inspirational), rational processing (abstract thinking), as well as experiential processing (intuitive
thinking) supports this aspect of the model. The motivational aspect of the model suggests that
feeling inspired causes people to take action and move toward a more ideal self. People who
experience more inspiration also report more creativity and activated positive affect (e.g., energy
and enthusiasm) as well as more patents held among US patent holders. The evocative nature of
inspiration suggests that it comes from outside the self. People cannot force themselves to be
inspired; rather, it must be evoked by an external source (e.g., a sunset, a work of art, or an act of
kindness). Although there is face validity for the evocative nature of inspiration from participants
who described their inspiration as coming from outside of themselves (Thrash & Elliot, 2003),
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subsequent research has found that some people may be inspired by their own actions and
experiences more than experiences outside of themselves (Van Kleef, Oveis, Homan, van der
Löwe, & Keltner, 2015).
Thrash and Elliot (2004) refined their model of inspiration by proposing that it consists of
two processes including both an inspired by component (i.e., transcendence and evocation) and
an inspired to component (i.e., motivation). Through asking some participants to recall a time
they felt inspired, Thrash and Elliot found that people are inspired by a particular work or
experience and inspired to do something because of it, whether that be creating their own work,
helping someone, or wanting to change their behavior.
After establishing inspiration as a construct, understanding what induces inspiration is an
important next step to encouraging changes in behavior. Previous research has suggested that
mood can be induced in a variety of ways (Martin, 1990), and while inspiration is not a mood per
se, it may be possible to induce it by similar methods (Thrash et al., 2014). Researchers have
successfully induced inspiration from a video of Michael Jordan playing basketball (Thrash,
Maruskin, Cassidy, Fryer, & Ryan, 2010). They determined that feeling inspired mediated the
link between watching the video and increased positive affect, so inspiration does appear to
potentially lead to positive feelings and increased well-being. Inspiration has also been
successfully induced by having participants read a written description about the needy and how
to help them (Liang, Chen, & Lei, 2015). However, no known studies have attempted to compare
methods of inducing inspiration to determine the most effective methods, which would allow
researchers to systematically investigate how inspiration can lead to positive outcomes.
While some studies have found that being inspired by something is associated with
positive emotion (Thrash, Maruskin, et al., 2010, & Thrash, Elliot, et al., 2010), it remains
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unclear whether those feelings of inspiration will translate into action. One of the only studies
conducted on the inspired to component has focused on people’s willingness to donate money
and time to charity based on amount of inspiration (Liang et al., 2015). Liang and colleagues
proposed an “inspiration-helping” hypothesis, which suggests that focusing on positive aspects
of a needy group, such as their strength or determination, would lead to greater inspiration and
potentially more donations to a related cause than empathizing with the struggles of that group.
When participants were asked to read an ad about helping people in need that focused on the
people’s strength, they experienced greater inspiration but did not pledge greater donations,
possibly due to their belief that the needy could help themselves. However, combining
information on the strengths and difficulties of the needy group in the ad led to greater
inspiration and greater willingness to donate to their cause. Further, while it did not focus on
inspiration specifically, another study found that focusing on positive feelings (i.e., hope), rather
than negative feelings (i.e., distress), of a group in need can lead to greater subjective positive
feelings and less personal distress for empathizers (Andreychik & Migliaccio, 2015). Thus,
having donors focus on more positive feelings of groups in need could be an effective way of
encouraging people to help those in need. The research in this field suggests that positive
feelings, such as those related to inspiration, may lead to positive actions (i.e., the to component),
in this case, donations to a worthy cause.
While positive content may generally increase people’s willingness to donate to charity,
research has found differences in how men and women respond to this content and give to
charities (Mesch, Brown, Moore, & Hayat, 2011; Willer, Wimer, & Owens, 2015). Men and
women have different reasons for giving to charity in that men give to be recognized, but women
give to help (Mesch et al., 2011; Willer et al., 2015). Women were also shown to be more willing
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to give to charity (Mesch et al., 2011; Willer et al., 2015; Leslie, Snyder, & Glomb, 2013).
Further, studies have found that even though men and women exhibit similar amounts of
prosocial behavior, the type of prosocial behavior is different based on sex, with women
exhibiting more communal behaviors (Eagly, 2009) such as donating to charity. Although sex
differences in charitable giving are well documented, previous research has not found differences
between males and females in trait inspiration (Thrash & Elliott, 2003). In addition, research on
inspiration has not yet examined potential sex differences in state inspiration or the inspired to
component of the model.
The current study examined sex differences in both inducing inspiration (i.e., the by
component) and donation behavior (i.e., the to component). Much of the research on increasing
donations to charity has focused on the content of the advertisement used to solicit donations
(Cialdini & Schroeder, 1976; Chang & Lee, 2010), but few, if any, have focused on the format of
the advertisement (e.g., video, narrative, pictures, etc.). To address this gap in the literature, we
compared a video, written story, pictures, written story with a picture, reflection on personal
experience, and control task to examine the best method to induce inspiration. We hoped to
determine whether there were sex differences in state inspiration and donation behavior, what
induction methods would be most effective, and whether inspiration would mediate the
relationship between induction method and donation amount.
Method
Participants
Participants were recruited through various forms of social media (e.g., Facebook and
Reddit) and through the subject pool at a small, liberal arts college in Virginia. Of the 344
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respondents who completed the survey and agreed to have their data included, 34.0% were males
and 63.7% were females. The remaining 2.3% consisted of people who identified as other or who
chose not to respond and were excluded from analyses. The average age of the participants was
27.48 (SD = 12.32). Additionally, 23.2% had completed some high school or graduated from
high school, 57.6% completed some undergraduate coursework or have graduated from college,
and 17.9% had completed graduate coursework or received a graduate degree.
Materials and Procedure
Participants completed the survey online. They were randomly assigned to one of five
inspiration induction groups (i.e., video, written story, pictures, written story with a picture, or
reflection on personal experience) or a control group, which are described below. In each of the
groups, participants were asked to reflect on their respective task for five minutes to make the
groups as comparable as possible with the five-minute video group. They were excluded if they
chose to spend less than 30 seconds on the video, story, story with a picture, reflection, and
control groups’ pages. They were excluded if they spent less than 20 seconds on the pictures
because many participants in this group spent 20 to 30 seconds on this page. When they finished
their assigned activity, participants were asked to complete a state form of the Inspiration Scale
(IS; Thrash et al., 2010), given the opportunity to make a charitable donation, and asked
demographic questions. After being debriefed, they chose whether or not they wanted their data
included in the study.
Inducing Inspiration. Participants in the video group were asked to watch a five-minute
video on Syrian refugees. The video was created by Samaritan’s Purse, a group that provides aid
around the world. It was chosen because it was deemed to have face validity for inducing
inspiration, based on the information it provides about the Syrian refugee crisis and how some
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people are helping. The video used can be found at https://youtu.be/gLIVVvFG5Q0. In the
written story (story) group, participants read and reflected on a written summary of the refugee
video. Participants in the pictures group viewed 37 photographs that were screenshots from the
video shown in the video group. Participants in the written story with a picture (story with
picture) group read the story summarizing the video and viewed one photograph chosen from the
pictures group. Participants in the reflection group were asked to describe a time they helped
someone less fortunate than themselves and how that made them feel. A reflection methodology
has been found to be successful at inducing inspiration (Thrash & Elliot, 2004) and mood
(Martin, 1990) in prior studies. The participants in the control group were asked to write down as
many words as they could make from the letters in the word “Personality.” This activity was
chosen as a control because it could also be done on the computer like the other tasks and was
expected to be unrelated to inducing inspiration.
Inspiration Scale. The state form of the Inspiration Scale (IS) consists of 4 items
concerning intensity (e.g., “Something inspired me”) that are summed to create a total score
(Thrash & Elliot, 2004; Thrash et al., 2010). Items for the intensity scale are rated from 1 (not at
all) to 7 (very deeply or strongly). In previous studies, Cronbach’s alpha was .90 to .95 (Thrash
& Elliot, 2003; Thrash & Elliot, 2004). This measure of inspiration has convergent validity with
expected variables such as intrinsic motivation, positive affect, and openness to experience as
well as divergent validity with similar variables such as activated positive affect, awe, and
elevation (Thrash & Elliot, 2003). Cronbach’s alpha in this study was .93.
Prosocial Behavior. Participants were told that they would be entered into a raffle to
win $25 for their participation. They were given the chance to donate any amount of the $25, if
they won, to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the primary group
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offering aid to Syrian refugees. The amount of money they were willing to donate ($0 to $25)
was used as a measure of their prosocial behavior (McFarland, Webb, & Brown, 2012; Van de
Vyver & Abrams, 2015). During the debriefing, participants were informed that they had not
been entered into a raffle, but that we donated $25 to UNHCR on behalf of our study.
Results
Preliminary analyses were conducted to determine if there were differences in the amount
of time participants spent on the inspiration induction activities. After two outliers were
excluded, an ANOVA indicated that the interaction of induction method and sex of participant
was not significant, F(5, 319) = 1.56, p = .17, partial R2 = .02. The main effect of sex, F(1, 319)
= .01, p = .93, partial R2 < .001, was not significant; however, the main effect for induction
method was significant, F(5, 319) = 23.81, p < .001, partial R2 = .27. Tukey tests revealed that
participants spent more time on the video than all of the other methods except for the control. In
addition, they spent more time on the control task than the remaining induction methods. Finally,
participants spent more time on the reflection than they did on either the story, picture, or story
with picture conditions. See Table 1 for means and standard deviations.
Next, a 2x6 MANOVA was conducted to examine the interaction of method of
inspiration induction and gender, with state inspiration and donation behavior as the dependent
variables. The interaction between sex and group was significant suggesting that the inspiration
induction methods worked differently for men and women, F(5, 323) = 2.75, p = .02, partial R2 =
.04. Women reported different levels of inspiration based on the method of induction, F(5, 212)
= 6.50, p < .001, partial R2 = .13; however, men did not F(5, 111) = 1.31, p = .27, partial R2 =
.06. Women were more inspired by the video than the story, picture, story with picture, and
control, but not the reflection. They were also more inspired by the reflection than the story with
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picture and control task, but not any of the other methods. None of the other induction methods
differed in amount of inspiration induced. The main effect of both induction method, F(5, 323) =
2.94, p = .01, partial R2 = .04, and sex of participant, F(1, 323) = 9.10, p = .003, partial R2 = .03,
were also significant. However, neither the interaction, F(5, 323) = 1.89, p = .10, partial R2 = .03,
the effect of sex, F(1, 323) = 0.32, p = .57, partial R2 = .001, or induction method, F(5, 323) =
0.23, p = .95, partial R2 = .003, were significant for the amount of money participants were
willing to donate. See Table 2 for means and standard deviations.
Finally, mediation analyses were conducted to determine the indirect effect of induction
method (a categorical independent variable) on the amount of donation through inspiration
(Hayes & Preacher, 2014). Given that there were sex differences by induction method on
inspiration, mediation analyses were conducted separately for males and females. For women,
the induction group did indirectly influence the amount of the donation through inspiration (see
Table 3 and Figure 1; note that the numbers reported are unstandardized mediation coefficients
which represent mean differences on the measures between each method of induction compared
to the control group). The video group and the reflection group were associated with increased
inspiration compared to the control group, but no other induction methods were significant. The
indirect (ab) paths for video and reflection were significant based on bias-corrected 95%
confidence intervals created using 5,000 bootstrap samples. The indirect effect of the video
group on amount of donation was significant through inspiration (a1b1 = 1.67, 95% CI = .18 to
3.98). The indirect effect of the reflection group on the amount of the donation was significant
through inspiration (a2b1 = 1.10, 95% CI = .12 to 2.70). The other indirect (ab) paths were not
significant. The direct effects of the video group (c1' = .15, p = .95) and the reflection group (c2'
= -2.19, p = .34) on the amount of donation were not significant suggesting there was no effect of
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induction group on the amount of the donation independent of its effect on donation through
inspiration. For men, the mediation model was not significant (see Table 4).
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine methods for inducing inspiration, sex
differences in state inspiration and donations, and inspiration as a mediator between induction
method and donation behavior. We found that although there were no differences in inspiration
based on method of induction among men, there were among women. Women who watched a
video on Syrian refugees or reflected on a time in the past they helped someone reported
significantly more inspiration than those in the control that made up words; however, the rest of
the induction methods were not different from this control. The effectiveness of the video and
reflection methods for inducing inspiration was expected based on previous research successfully
using those induction methods for inducing mood (Martin, 1990) and inspiration (Thrash,
Maruskin, et al., 2010). In addition, both the video and reflection methods were found to be more
inspirational than written descriptions of need that have been found previously to successfully
induce inspiration (Liang et al., 2015). Identifying the most effective methods of inducing
inspiration, such as these, will allow future researchers to empirically examine the outcomes
associated with increased inspiration such as increased well-being, prosocial behavior, and
creativity.
One possible caveat to these findings concerns the amount of time participants spent on
the activities. Even though they were asked to spend five minutes on their activity, many did not
spend the full amount, especially in some of the less effective groups. It seems possible that if
more time was spent on the activity, it may have been more inspirational. While participants did
spend more time on the video than many of the other methods, which is a potential confound, the
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participants also spent less time in the reflection than the control, which is opposite of what
would be predicted if timing was the reason for greater inspiration for the reflection method. In
future studies, researchers may wish to require participants to remain involved in their assigned
task for an equal amount of time to control for this potential confound. In addition, having
participants listen to the story presented orally instead of having them read it to themselves might
make the story and video methods more comparable.
Another issue related to the comparability of the induction methods was specific to men
in the sample. Men spent the most time on the control task and reported the highest level of
inspiration under this condition (although they were not significantly different from other
groups). Perhaps due to their more competitive nature (Hibbard & Buhrmester, 2010), men
viewed finding the words during the control task as a competition they wanted to win and spent
more time on this task. The control method may also have generated more creativity and positive
affect than the other induction methods, which may be why it was associated with more
inspiration than anticipated (Thrash & Elliot, 2003). Future studies should strive to include a
more neutral control to compare the other induction methods with, perhaps a neutral video or
story. This would allow future studies to better examine the impact of various induction methods
on state inspiration.
We believe this is the first study to demonstrate sex differences in state inspiration.
Although Thrash and Elliot (2003) did not find sex differences in trait inspiration when
examining how likely people are to be inspired in their lives on a regular basis, the present study
suggests there may be sex differences in state inspiration of being inspired by something. While
men and women may be inspired equally often in their lifetimes, they appear to be inspired by
different methods. Future research should attempt to replicate these sex differences in state
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inspiration and their impact on prosocial behavior. In addition, researchers can investigate
whether these findings generalize to other outcomes affected by state inspiration, such as
creativity and goal achievement. Finally, it is important for future research to examine the
relationship between inspiration and prosocial behavior among people who identify outside of
the gender binary.
The results of the present study do seem to suggest that for women, greater inspiration
leads to greater donations, but the relationship among men was less clear. Unlike our female
participants, men were less inspired by the induction methods overall, which may be due to the
content of the inspirational materials. Previous research has found that men respond more to
advertisements that are simple and self-focused (how they benefit the consumer), whereas
women respond better to advertisements that are more complex and other-focused (Graham &
Graham, 2008). Andreychik and Migliaccio (2015) found a similar pattern, but they also found
that men were more likely to donate if the information focused on how donating helped everyone
not just the people in need. Given that the inspirational materials used in this study were not selffocused, they may not have been as effective in inducing inspiration among the male compared
to female participants. Additional research is needed to examine how to best induce inspiration
in men, perhaps through different content, before the relationship between inspiration and their
prosocial behavior can be explored.
While we did find that men and women responded differently to the induction methods in
their reported inspiration, they did not differ in the amount they were willing to donate to charity.
This finding seems to contradict previous research suggesting that women are more likely to
donate to charity than men (Mesch et al., 2011; Willer et al., 2015). One explanation is that men
might be more likely than women to act (i.e., donate) in the absence of emotions like empathy
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and inspiration, but research has suggested this is likely not the case because studies have found
that men’s lower empathy leads to fewer donations to a cause than women (Willer et al., 2015).
Future studies may wish to examine whether positive and negative affect, empathy, and hope
played a differing or additional role in these different responses. However, a more probable
explanation comes from a recent study suggesting that men may be more likely to provide help
and donate to a cause when that cause is presented through social media (Paulin, Ferguson,
Schattke, & Jost, 2014). Given that the Syrian refugee crisis was heavily publicized on social
media at the time of this study, it is possible men may have been more likely to donate to this
cause than they would be to a less publicized cause. Another plausible explanation of these
seemingly contradictory findings is that men who are naturally more helpful may be more likely
to participate in a research study and, therefore, may also be more willing to donate money to
charity than the average male. This potential selection bias is even more concerning for
participants recruited through social media who received no benefit for their participation. Future
studies should use recruitment procedures to reduce self-selection of more helpful participants.
Given the sex differences in inspiration that were found in response to induction method,
we conducted the mediation analyses separately for males and females. We found some evidence
for methods of inducing inspiration among women. Women appear to experience the most
inspiration when watching a video of the refugees or while reflecting on their experiences
helping others. Although we did not manipulate the content explicitly, the video’s focus on both
strengths and struggles of the refugees may have contributed to its effectiveness in soliciting
donations, supporting the inspiration-helping hypothesis (Liang et al., 2015; Andreychik &
Migliaccio, 2015). The reflection method was somewhat effective, as expected, inducing more
inspiration than the story with picture and control methods (Martin, 1990). In this study,
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participants were asked to reflect on their experiences helping people in general; however, it is
possible that focusing the reflection on content relevant to the charity of interest would lead to
more inspiration. In addition, combining effective methods of inducing inspiration, such as video
viewing and reflection, may generate more inspiration than either method individually.
Therefore, future research should vary both method and content to determine the most effective
way to promote prosocial behavior.
While there were some limitations specific to each sex, there were other limitations to the
study for both men and women. One such limitation is that the donation scenario was primarily
hypothetical. It asked participants what they would do with money they might win in a raffle that
they had not even received yet. While it does expand on Liang and colleagues’ (2015) study that
simply asked how willing people would be to donate, future studies would benefit from
examining actual donation behavior (e.g., giving participants money and seeing how much they
donate or asking them to donate some of their own money). Another issue is that the Syrian
refugee crisis became controversial over the course of this study, which may have impacted how
inspirational participants found the material presented and how willing they were to donate.
Researchers who would like to further examine charity donation in the context of inspiration
would benefit from using less negatively publicized causes.
Even with these limitations, the findings of the present study have implications for how
charities might more effectively fundraise, at least among women. In the present day, many
people are bombarded with messages of how they can help others, which can be overwhelming.
A trend of “slacktivism” is emerging in which people often share social media posts about those
in need but avoid actually providing help by volunteering or donating money. The present study
provides a potential pathway to encourage action instead of falling into the trap of slacktivism.
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Charities can induce inspiration among their potential female benefactors either by showing a
video of the specific group in need of assistance or requesting that potential donors reflect about
a time they helped someone less fortunate than themselves in the past. Doing so may lead to
greater donations to these charities and potentially less slacktivism. However, alternative
methods of inducing inspiration seem to be necessary for men. Thus, charities would benefit
from targeting their appeals for donations to each of the sexes’ preferences.
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Timing in Seconds by Sex and Induction Method
Timing
Group
Men
Women
Both
Video
290.16 (95.39)
344.62 (115.12)
328.12 (110.98)a
Story
135.49 (110.89)
124.70 (74.89)
129.02 (90.35)b
Pictures
133.69 (99.87)
145.19 (110.06)
140.59 (105.45)bc
Story with picture
127.36 (87.27)
131.48 (71.89)
129.87 (77.61)bc
Reflection
183.21 (124.47)
227.42 (140.62)
214.25 (136.21)
Control
393.94 (259.61)
298.86 (208.46)
320.55 (222.33)a
Total
182.20 (155.27)
203.85 (153.91)
196.39 (154.49)
NOTE: Superscripts of the same letter indicate no differences in timing between those methods for both men and women.
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Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of Inspiration and Amount Donated by Sex and Induction Method
Inspiration
Amount of Donation
Group
Men
Women
Men
Women
a
Video
15.20 (7.08)
21.83 (5.06)
19.40 (9.50)
20.00 (8.53)
Story
13.58 (5.51)
16.46 (5.49)bc
16.15 (10.52)
20.38 (8.38)
bc
Pictures
14.31 (7.11)
16.83 (6.06)
17.50 (10.98)
20.00 (9.06)
Story with picture
14.22 (6.52)
15.62 (6.16)b
20.11 (9.52)
17.44 (10.81)
Reflection
16.71 (6.38)
19.45 (5.01)ac
22.50 (6.43)
17.09 (10.59)
Control
18.21 (5.75)
14.93 (5.27)b
21.43 (9.08)
18.18 (10.01)
Total
14.96 (6.44)
17.09 (5.91)
19.03 (9.79)
18.80 (9.64)
NOTE: Superscripts of the same letter indicate no differences in inspiration among women between those methods.
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Table 3. Unstandardized Coefficients, Standard Errors, and Model Summary for Mediation for Women

Video Group

a1

Inspiration (M)
Coeff.
SE
6.89
1.43

Reflection Group

a1

4.52

1.28

.001

c2’

-.2.19

2.27

.34

Story Group

a1

1.53

1.23

.21

c3’

1.83

2.12

.39

Pictures Group

a1

1.89

1.22

.12

c4’

1.36

2.11

.52

Story with Picture
Group
Inspiration

a1

.68

1.23

.58

c5’

-.91

2.11

.67

-

-

-

b1

.24

0.12

.04

Constant

iM2

14.93

0.84

<.001

iy

14.57

2.28

<.001

p
<.001

R2 = .13
F(5, 212) = 6.50, p < .001

c1’

Amount of Donation (Y)
Coeff.
SE
.15
2.60

p
.95

R2 = .04
F(6, 211) = 1.38, p = .23
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Table 4. Unstandardized Coefficients, Standard Errors, and Model Summary for Mediation for Men

Video Group

a1

Inspiration (M)
Coeff.
SE
-3.01
2.65

Reflection Group

a1

-1.50

2.42

.54

c2’

1.42

3.67

.70

Story Group

a1

-4.64

2.12

.03

c3’

-4.20

3.28

.20

Pictures Group

a1

-3.91

2.12

.07

c4’

-3.02

3.26

.36

Story with Picture
Group
Inspiration

a1

-3.99

2.11

.06

c5’

-.39

3.24

.90

b1

.23

.14

.11

Constant

iM2

iy

17.20

3.68

<.001

18.21

1.71

p
.26

<.001

R2 = .06
F(5, 212) = 1.31, p = .27

c1’

Amount of Donation (Y)
Coeff.
SE
-1.33
4.03

p
.74

R2 = .07
F(6, 211) = 1.43, p = .21
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Inspiration

Video Group
Donation Amount

Reflection Group

Story Group

Pictures Group

Story with Picture
Group

Figure 1. Inspiration as a Mediator of Induction Group and Amount of Donation to Charity for
Women (*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001).

